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Introduction: Nashua as a Hub for En-
trepreneurship & Small Business
Nashua is home to a highly educated and skilled 
population, strong school system, local concen-
trations of wealth and the distinction of being the 
most diverse city in New Hampshire. These local 
assets drive the development of the entrepreneur-
ial ecosystem, and potential for Nashua to emerge 
as a hub for entrepreneurship and small business 
development. Rather than creating a new frame-
work to invest in entrepreneurship, we recom-
mend complementing Nashua’s entrepreneurship 
resources by forming strategic partnerships with 
existing regional resources (incubators, acceler-
ators, networks, and foundations).  Heightened 
awareness of and strengthened relationships with 
regional resources for NH businesses, will lead to 
the increased collaboration and diversification of 
the types of support that is provided to the entre-
preneurs and self-employed workers of Nashua.

At the time that the last economic development 
plan was created ten years ago, Mt. Auburn As-
sociates’ report Beyond the Crossroads justified 
a need for investment in entrepreneurship as a 
strategy for economic growth after a period of 
sudden rise in unemployment. As illustrated by 
part one of this report, Nashua has seen a decline 
in unemployment every year since this time; how-
ever, New Hampshire has seen little entrepreneur-
ial growth in the last few years. This section out-
lines initial research findings regarding the state 
of entrepreneurship and small business develop-
ment in Nashua, and the high level themes that 
have been identified for further research to inform 
strategic investments by the City of Nashua for 
entrepreneurship as an economic development 
strategy. 

Theoretical Framework
Cities invest in entrepreneurship as an econom-
ic development strategy when they want to spark 
innovation, garner strategic publicity, and revi-
talize their economies. Multiple, credible studies 
link the success of entrepreneurship growth to 
geography and urban economies (Ucbasaran et 

al., 2001; Welter, 2011; Zahra et al., 2014; Autio et 
al., 2014). There has also been growing interest 
in studying the role of entrepreneurship within the 
context of urban and regional economics (Acs & 
Armington, 2004; Feldman, 2001; Glaeser et al., 
2010). The latest research and developments 
have given way to a strategy utilized by many cit-
ies today, that focuses on entrepreneurial devel-
opment connected, yet separate from the greater 
economy. This approach, also known as “entre-
preneurial ecosystem,” explicitly concentrates on 
and plans for how urban and regional factors af-
fect entrepreneurship. 

According to Hoover, any region’s unique mix of 
characteristics determines its activities (Hoover 
1975). It is important to emphasize the concept of 
“basic” and “nonbasic” activities when we discuss 
an entrepreneurial development model. There-
fore, in order to understand an entrepreneurial 
development system, it is important to note the 
local assets, strengths, and weaknesses of their 
region, and how they may or may not influence 
entrepreneurship. Porter (1998) suggests ‘cre-
ating a favorable marketplace through enabling 
regulation’ and the importance of ‘correct attitude 
of the community.’ Porter also highlights the im-
portance of cluster formation and named it as an 
“essential ingredient of economic development” 
(Porter 1998).

The Entrepreneurial Development Sys-
tem
Efforts to invest in an Entrepreneurial Develop-
ment System (EDS) are based on the premise that 
entrepreneurs are not born, they are made (Shef-
sky 1994). 

Earlier entrepreneurship initiatives focused on de-
veloping skills for individuals, and diminished the 
context of these skills within the broader econo-
my, which would enable a city government to pro-
duce a model for entrepreneurial activity. There 
is a more recent, growing body of research that 
places emphasis on looking at entrepreneurial 
development within the context of regional, cultur-
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al, social, political, and economic structures and 
processes associated with that region. Thus, an 
approach to support to develop entrepreneurship 
may be suitable in a region, but it may not be rep-
licable. Feld (2012) was among the first to point 
out that the Silicon Valley entrepreneurship model 
is not replicable. Research established that the 
Silicon Valley entrepreneurship model was devel-
oped based on specific events, particular histori-
cal trends and the existence of a culture that pro-
motes risk taking and innovation (Saxenian, 1994; 
Lécuyer, 2006; Kenney, 2011). 

Traditional Economic Base theory gave way to a 
new approach that is more focused on the creation 
of Industrial Districts, clusters, and innovation 
systems. The development of the concept of en-
trepreneurial ecosystems in the 1980s and 1990s 
advocated the idea of shifting entrepreneurship 
studies away from individual trait-based research 
towards a broader perspective that takes social, 
economic and regional factors into consideration 
(Dodd & Anderson, 2007).  

Studies by Pennings (1982), Dubini (1989), Van 
de Ven (1993) and Bahrami and Evans (1995) 
further built upon the idea of ‘entrepreneurial 
ecosystem.’  Isenberg (2010) also discussed 
entrepreneurial ecosystem in his article that was 
published in HBR. City’s leaders should keep the 
advice of the Isenberg in attempting to create an 
Entrepreneurial Ecosystem (EE). In his 2010 arti-
cle in HBR, Isenberg advises leaders to:
Develop ecosystem that builds on existing 
strength rather than try to become “next Silicon 
Valley”
-Grow existing industries 
-Engage private sector from the beginning
-Reduced red-tape
-Avoid flooding the system with too much “easy 
money”
-Tolerate failed ventures
-Facilitate without over-engineering or cherry 
picking
-Encourage sustenance of growth-oriented indus-
tries rather than simply fostering new start-ups.

These principles, as given by Isenberg, lead to 
‘venture creation’, the ‘creation of an ecosystem’, 
and a ‘vibrant business sector’ (Isenberg, 2010). 

Gregg Lichtenstein and Thomas Lyons (2001) de-
veloped Entrepreneurship Development Systems 
(EDS) as an alternative ‘system based’ approach. 
EDS provides products and services tailored to 
meet the specific needs and circumstances of a 
entrepreneur. In a systematic approach, entrepre-
neurial development responsibility shifts from the 
individual service providers to a structure where 
the sum is greater than the parts (Lichtenstein 
et al. 2004). This comprehensive systematic ap-
proach to development of entrepreneurial de-
velopment system involves the coordination and 
development of (1) peer networks, (2) service 
provider networks, (3) entrepreneur-based ser-
vices, and (4) entrepreneurial communities.

The core of an EDS structure is a networking re-
source that enables the entrepreneurs to informal-
ly meet and share their ideas and experiences 
while having an easy access to capital, people, 
infrastructure and technology. The system super-
sedes any one tool in importance, allowing it to 
make a dramatic contribution to the promotion 
of a strong entrepreneurial community (NCSC 
2003). In system-based approach, the total im-
pact is more than sum of effect of individual tools. 

Our team utilizes the Isenberg model to frame our 
recommendations for entrepreneurship in Nash-
ua, NH, while taking into account Lichtenstein’s 
focus on creating networks and communities.

Methods
Our team conducted interviews with stakehold-
ers, business leaders, real estate owners, entre-
preneurs, financial institutions philanthropic part-
ners and residents in order to better understand 
the perceptions, needs and desires, and char-
acteristics of entrepreneurs and small business 
owners in the Greater Nashua community. These 
qualitative findings were integral to this phase of 
the plan’s development, and crafted a vision for-
ward that will guide the final phase of this report. 
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We researched scholarly journals and articles, 
reviews of the services/resources /capabilities of 
key organizations and programs, web searches 
and information from existing studies, reports and 
plans to complete an overview and analysis of 
the economic development ecosystem in Nash-
ua, NH.  Key sources include Census, ACS, ESRI, 
Survey of Small Business Owners, and interviews. 
A more extensive list of resources used is listed at 
the end of this report (in the appendix).

It is important to note that much of the quantitative 
analysis regarding self-employed workers and 
small business owners in Nashua and Hillsbor-
ough Country is limited in scope. The city level 
data was sparse, so we found it necessary often 
to revert back to county level data to characterize 
the entrepreneur/ small business owner/ self-em-
ployed workers of Nashua and the greater region. 
In addition, because the total values for self-em-
ployed workers is generally small, a change in 5 
jobs can signal a large percent growth or decline 
when we visualize this data in our graphs. To a 
similar point, a decline in self-employed workers 
does not necessarily imply that these individ-
uals are now unemployed. Rather, it is possible 
that self-employed workers in specific industries 
showing a decline could be choosing to change 
jobs to work for a larger small business or compa-
ny in a similar industry. In sum, our initial research 
into the data sets available to characterize Entre-
preneurs and Small Business Owners in Nashua 
signaled a need for further tools, perhaps admin-
istered by the City in the form of an annual survey, 
in order to collect additional quantitative data to 
guide the strategic plan for this demographic.  

A Picture of Entrepreneurship and 
Self-Employed Workers in Nashua, NH

Demographics: Race
The following pie charts visualize demographics 
of small business owners in Hillsborough Coun-
ty as compared to demographics of the City of 
Nashua, and Hillsborough County.  Nashua 
prides itself on being the the most diverse city in 
New Hampshire, with a population of 75% White, 

12.5% Hispanic, 2.4% Black, and 7.3% Asian, and 
1.3% another race (ACS 5-Year Estimates, 2012-
2016; Figure 2). Although Hillsborough County 
includes Nashua and Manchester, the two most 
diverse cities in the State of NH, Hillsborough has 
a  population of 88% White, 5% Hispanic, 2% 
Black, and 3% Asian, and 2% another race (ACS 
5-Year Estimates, 2012-2016; Figure 1). Compar-
atively, the state of New Hampshire as a whole 
is 91.2% White (ACS). Although we do not have 
city-level demographic data for Nashua, when we 
look at county-level demographics from the ACS 
Survey of Small Business Owners, we see that the 
diversity is not proportionally reflected in the Hill-
sborough County, with 90% White, 3% Hispanic, 
1% Black, and 3% Asian, and 1% another race 
(Figure 3). This discrepancy suggests a need for 
a diverse range of entrepreneurship and small 
business resources targeted to meet the needs of 
minority business owners and employees. Our in-
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Nashua CWE branch cannot offer small business 
loans at this time. One interviewee suggested 
that, although there are small business resources, 

women have a more difficult time accessing those 
resources, whether it is funding, mentorship, or 
other business growth opportunities. 

Entrepreneurship and Self-Employment 

Entrepreneurship in New Hampshire
The Kauffman Index measures entrepreneurship 
in each state by three factors: rate of new entre-
preneurs, opportunity share of new entrepreneurs 
(whether entrepreneurs were employed and 
saw market opportunity to start a new compa-
ny), and startup density. Relative to other states, 
New Hampshire ranks 43 out of 52 in the Kauff-
man Entrepreneurship Index (Figure 5). Figure 5 
shows New Hampshire’s rank, with the other New 
England States highlighted for comparison. New 
Hampshire experienced only 0.25% growth in 
2015, and its rank in the Index dropped from 34 to 
43 from 2014 and 2015. Although New Hampshire 
had a relatively high opportunity share (72.5%), 
it’s rate of new entrepreneurs and entrepreneur-
ial density were each less than 1% and declin-
ing. This suggests that there is a small number of 
existing startups and newly created startups, but 

terviews highlighted the need for increased path-

ways to leadership development for women and 
people of color in Nashua who wish to start new 
businesses.

Demographics: Gender
Another characteristic of small business owners 
in Hillsborough County is gender. We analyzed 
the breakdown by gender of Small Business Own-
ers (SBOs) in Hillsborough County using the ACS 
Survey of Small Business Owners (2012), and 
found that although there is a disparity between 
the number of male to female SBOs, Hillsborough 
Country comes out ahead of the national trend 
with a narrower gender gap.  As seen below, while 
SBOs in the United States are approximately 75% 
male, 25% female owners, Hillsborough County 
is 57% male, 31% female, and 21% co-owned 
(Survey of Small Business Owners, Hillsborough 
County and US, 2012; Figure 4). However, there 
are still strides to be made to increase the number 
of women-owned businesses. Our interviews em-
phasized that this is especially pertinent, because 
there is a perception in Nashua that business lead-
ership is “male-dominated.” Several interviewees, 
including someone from a State entrepreneurial 
resource center, expressed frustration at the lack 
of women starting new businesses in the region 
and the need for women-focused resources. The 
Center for Women & Enterprise (CWE) is a signif-
icant asset to address this concern. However, the 
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Fig 9.  Source: Survey of Small Business Owners, 2012. American Com-
munity Survey 2012-2016 5-Year Estimates

F4: Gender Gap of SBOs in Hillsborough County Follows National Trend. 
Source: Survey of Small Business Owners, US and Hillsborough County, 
2012
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that entrepreneurs in New Hampshire see market 
demand for new businesses and are willing to risk 
their current jobs to pursue them. While the Kauff-
man Index is just one model used to measure 
expected gains and perceptions of entrepreneur-
ship in each state, this model is helpful because 

it shows us that if the City of Nashua makes stra-
tegic investments that will support the entrepre-
neurial development system, then there will be a 
high opportunity share for the increased number 
of entrepreneurs.
Self-Employment in Hillsborough County
Self-employed workers constitute a subset of 
Small Business Owners and Entrepreneurs, and 
also encompasses contract or freelance work-
ers. Roughly 2.5% of Hillsborough County’s work-
force is self-employed (ACS). Figure 6 (below) 
illustrates growth by industry of self-employed 
workers in Hillsborough County from 2010-2018, 
using data from ACS and New Hampshire Depart-
ment of Employment Security Q1 2018. This data 
is limited, yet, illustrates that Arts & Design and 
Personal Care have the highest total number of 
self-employed jobs (1,346 and 1,925 respective-
ly), so although their growth is not the most signifi-
cant, it has the largest self-employed job-creation 
impact. Other industries that have grown over 
the last 8 years have a modest number of new 
jobs. This self-employment data does not reflects 
overall industry growth in the county. Hillsborough 

County has a large retail component, with grow-
ing manufacturing and healthcare sectors. The 
self-employed jobs are concentrated around oc-
cupations like graphic designers, nail salons, and 
restaurants. 
As prefaced in the methods, because the sample 
size is small, a change in five jobs can signal a 
large percent growth or decline when we visual-
ize this data in our graphs. To a similar point, a 
decline in self-employed workers does not neces-
sarily imply that these individuals are now unem-
ployed. Rather, it is possible that self-employed 
workers in specific industries showing a decline 
could be choosing to change jobs to work for a 

larger small business or company in a similar in-
dustry.

The Freelancing Economy in Nashua
Self-employed jobs cluster in two wage strata. 
Above $25 are smaller fields requiring a college 
or advanced degree in healthcare, finance, en-
gineering and sciences. These have seen small 
declines since 2010, although these industries 
may have seen movement towards non-self em-
ployment as the economy recovered. Other than 
a small group of social service workers, other 
self-employed industries have average hourly 
earnings below $25, with some sectors seeing 
job growth, and others declines. Of the largest six 
sectors, two—Personal Care and Service Occu-
pations and Arts, Design, Entertainment, Sports, 
and Media Occupations—have seen significant 

F5. The Status of Entrepreneurship and Self-Employment: Kauffman Inde. 
Source: The Kauffman Index: Start-Up Trends 2015 

F6: Growing Self Employed Industries in Hillsborough County, 2010-2018
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Self-Employed Industry in Hillsborough County % jobs # jobs Avg. Wages
Food Preparation and Serving Related Occupations 90% 52 $11.17
Arts, Design, Entertainment, Sports, and Media Occupations 41% 392 $14.70
Personal Care and Service Occupations 31% 456 $9.82
Healthcare Support Occupations 23% 37 $11.16
Computer and Mathematical Occupations 12% 28 $21.78
Building and Grounds Cleaning and Maintenance Occupations 10% 108 $12.28
Protective Service Occupations 8% 1 $14.79
Transportation and Material Moving Occupations 8% 37 $16.64
Community and Social Service Occupations 3% 2 $26.79
Management Occupations 2% 29 $19.80
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businesses and fast-growing industries suggests 
that there may be resource issues, monopolies on 
large industries, or a lack of connectivity between 
entrepreneurs and regional industries.

In Nashua, freelance positions pay significant-
ly less than the overall pay for those industries, 
with the exception of the small finance field (see 
figures 7 and 8). They also have significantly 
greater change in employment, as the stability 
of the jobs in these fields is significantly shorter 
and more affected by overall economic trends. A 
chart showing the freelance economy in Nashua 
shows that most freelance employees clustered 
under $50,000 per year, with significant spread in 
the growth of the economy. In the general employ-
ment population, there is no such income dispar-
ity, with industries presenting a range of incomes 
and the industry growth generally clustered in 
near the overall regional growth rate of 9% over 
this time period, 2010 to 2017.
The data can also be visualized by comparing the 
freelance wage to the overall wage (see figure 8). 
In some industries, such as Agriculture, Forestry, 
Fishing and Hunting, Transportation and Ware-
housing, Finance and Insurance, Arts, Entertain-
ment, and Recreation and Accommodation and 
Food Services, there is little difference between 
the income for freelancers and general employ-
ees. However, in most other industries, there is a 
significant disparity. In these industries we gener-

growth. Management Occupations and Building 

and Grounds Cleaning and Maintenance Oc-
cupations have remained relatively even, while 
Sales and Related Occupations and Construction 
and Extraction Occupations have seen declines. 

Our analysis shows that self-employed and en-
trepreneurs are creating companies that are not 
necessarily in the fastest growing industries of 
the region, which are healthcare and manufac-
turing (Figure 9). That said, we are not suggest-
ing that there are not opportunities within the 
fastest growing industries for entrepreneurs and 
new businesses. The discrepancy between new 

F7: Self-employed occupations in Hillsborough County, by wage, 
occupation and growth. Source: American Community Survey and New 
Hampshire Department of Employment Security EMSI Q1 2018

F9: All Jobs in Nashua sector: Annual Earnings, Change in Jobs 2010-
2017, Sized by Total Number of Jobs 2017

F7: Self-employed occupations in Hillsborough County, by wage, 
occupation and growth. Source: American Community Survey and New 
Hampshire Department of Employment Security EMSI Q1 2018
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ally see better growth amongst freelance employ-
ees, with two exceptions: agriculture, which has 
a very small employee base to begin with, and 
finance, which has a significantly higher wage. 

This suggests two strategies, which are not mutu-
ally-exclusive:

Focus on fields which have similar incomes be-
tween freelance and all employees. These are 
fields where entrepreneurial activity is easier to 
foster, since moving away from an employer does 
not have as much of a penalty for these fields.
Focus on increasing the freelance/entrepreneur-
ship income for a variety of fields in which there 
is a dramatic disparity between freelancers and 
the overall market. A further step would be to 
compare these employment sectors to the over-
all regional economy and find areas where Nash-
ua-based entrepreneurs lag similar employees in 
the overall Boston-Providence-Worcester CMSA 
since Nashua is well-linked to the region.

Both these strategies can be pursued, but with 
limited resources it may make sense to pick some 
industries to maintain a particular focus on if they 
have more potential for entrepreneurial growth 
than others. 

The Entrepreneurial Ecosystem: Local 
and Regional Resources for 

Entrepreneurs and SBOs in Nashua, NH
The Greater Nashua area (within 25 minutes driv-
ing from the city center) is rich with entrepreneur-
ial tools and resources. We recommend evaluat-
ing the entrepreneurship ecosystem of Nashua 
through an intersectional framework of Policy, 
Markets, Human Capital, Support Systems, Cul-
ture, and Finance, that is similar to the graphic 
below (Figure 10). As outlined at the beginning of 
this report, the entrepreneurial development sys-
tem encompasses assets and resources of the 

F8. Freelance jobs in Nashua by industry sector, wages, total number 
of jobs and growth. Source: American Community Survey and New 
Hampshire Department of Employment Security EMSI Q1 2018

Figure 9. All jobs in Nashua by industry sector, wages, total number 
of jobs and growth. Source: American Community Survey and New 
Hampshire Department of Employment Security EMSI Q1 2018



Entrepreneurial Development

30

region, rather than specifically to one city. This 

is because resources accessible to the region 
at large are available to entrepreneurs in Nash-
ua; thus, by taking stock of all of the resources 
Hillsborough county and New Hampshire have to 
offer, this will make it easier for the City of Nashua 
to see similarities, and opportunities for collabora-
tion and strategic partnerships.

Our interviews highlighted that Nashua has 
strengths in each of these areas within this inter-
sectional framework, but there is a need for in-
creased collaboration and communication. Inter-
viewees expressed a need for increased support 
navigating the different resources that Nashua has 
to offer. In addition, interviews with state resourc-
es highlighted a need for increased communica-
tion and coordination between Nashua and state 
stakeholders in order to leverage state resources 
that Nashua is not currently taking advantage of, 
perhaps because residents do not know they ex-
ist. Our research showed that among the many 
resources, Nashua and the surrounding region 
offer:
-25+ Regional and Local Business Development 
Centers
-18+ Regional Incubators/ Accelerators
-50+ Regional Networks and Associations
-25+ Regional Institutions of Higher Learning, with 
Resources for Entrepreneurship
-3 Nashua Incubators

-Venture Funds and Angel Investors
-Training, Technical Assistance and Mentoring 
Assistance

We compiled resources lists that are by no means 
exhaustive, but try to show an array of assets 
which entrepreneurs can use and with whom 
the city can partner (See appendix). Delving into 
Nashua’s entrepreneurial development system, 
we see that the current resources available to en-
trepreneurs are extensive, but there is room for 
targeted investments and growth to help Nashua 
realize its full entrepreneurship opportunity share.

Emerging Themes for Further Explora-
tion

Like other parts of the US, Nashua and its sur-
rounding region has a lot of programs and agen-
cies to support business startups. Such programs 
and agencies provide guidance, financial support, 
technical and managerial training, and market re-
search reports. But “many a time, these programs 
and agencies are disconnected and competing 
in nature and under-resourced and entrepreneurs 
find them difficult to navigate.” Their main focus is 
on providing funding to bankable projects rather 
than providing entrepreneurs focused service de-
livery.

Policymakers can use different tools to engage 
entrepreneurs and local or regional entrepreneur-
ial ecosystem into a symbiotic relationship. During 
interviews with Nashua’s stakeholders, one of the 
recurring themes was entrepreneurs not know-
ing about what resources were available and the 
disconnectedness of the regional programs. As 
discussed earlier, Nashua is a prime site to use Is-
enberg’s recommendations. Our interviews high-
lighted a few key additional points of note.

There is a need for more data characterizing Nash-
ua’s Small Business Owners & Entrepreneurs. 
Little city-level data exists regarding small busi-
ness owners, entrepreneurs, and self-employed 
residents. It would behoove Nashua to conduct 

Figure 10. Domains of the Entrepreneurship Ecosystem. Source: 
“Domains of Entrepreneurship Ecosystems,” Isenberg 2011


